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martyrs. Thus too these men and women became authorities em-
powered to give a decisive ruling on important questions of the
community. This became especially evident in the days of the
Decian persecution, and in many places led to conflicts with the
episcopate, which felt its authority impaired by the claims of
the martyrs. A living picture of the enthusiastic temper of the
martyrs is given us by a document from North Africa, which in
its own way is unique, the Passion of Perpetua and her com-
panions (see below, p. 594). In it the imprisoned Christians have
themselves recorded their experiences, and the principal heroine,
Vibia Perpetua, and one of her companions named Saturus give a
full account of the visions vouchsafed to them, and in so doing
they disclose quite naively their consciousness that a martyr has
the right to demand such revelations from God, and that his inter-
cession can procure the deliverance of departed souls in the world
to come and his exhortation reconcile contending clerics upon
earth. The appended description of their last agonies not only
depicts the horrors that were devised for the entertainment of the
multitude who filled the arena, but also enables us to trace the
feelings of the victims and the ecstatic insensibility which raised
them above the physical torments of these terrible scenes. This
Passion was enacted in the reign of Septimius Severus in the year
203.
We hear at about the same time of a Christian persecution in
Egypt, which drove the teaching of Christianity out of Alexandria
and exacted as its victim amongst others Origen's father. No
authentic Acts of the martyrs survive for the immediately succeed-
ing period. That the emperors of the Syrian dynasty, with their
leanings towards syncretism, took no great pleasure in themselves
initiating Christian persecutions is intelligible enough, as it is
also that the reaction under Maximinus Thrax carried off, along
with many high officials of this period, a number of leading
churchmen. And now too, when districts of Asia Minor were
suffering from severe earthquakes, popular fury against the
Christians blazed up fiercely once more: the Christians were held
responsible for these terrible manifestations of the undisguised
wrath of the gods, and in these years threatening clouds were
indeed gathering over the Roman Empire. The Persians were
pressing forward in Syria, and on the lower Danube the Goths
broke across the frontier and threatened with dissolution an
Empire already weakened by economic depression and ever
recurrent disputes for the throne.
The year 249 again witnessed a persecution of the Christians